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Pro-poor tourism: is it an answer to poverty alleviation? 
Abstract: Poverty is a major world challenge.  Recent international initiatives show tourism can 
play an important role in alleviating poverty.  Pro-poor tourism and strategies now exist to use 
tourism in this way. In Nepal, in September 2001 the Tourism for Rural Poverty Alleviation 
Programme was launched wit the aim of poverty alleviation through pro-poor, pro-women, pro-
rural community and pro-environmental tourism.   Tourism was formally recognised as being able 
to make a real contribution to alleviate poverty at the 2002 Johannesburg World Summit on 
Sustainable Development.  The Johannesburg agenda is fast becoming recognised as a central 
issue for tourism in the future. However, there are a number of significant barriers that need to be 
understood if tourism is to become effective in poverty reduction.   
Impact of tourism 
Although tourism can provide economic benefits, these might not be as much as expected or 
distributed equitably.  Economic benefits can also be offset by negative social and environmental 
impacts.  Mountain tourism has developed into a considerable industry during the past two 
decades in Nepal, bringing positive economic benefits to many, such as a rise in the standard of 
living brought by additional income, but tourism has also taken its toll and the benefits are far 
from evenly distributed.  Some of the objectives of sustainable mountain tourism are not 
achieved, such as alleviating poverty, avoiding poverty migration and contributing to growth, 
equality and nature conservation (Banskota and Sharma 1995).  
Reliance on tourism to generate growth can be problematic and expectations from tourism 
development can be disappointed, when local people find their problems of poverty will not all be 
resolved (Banskota 1998).   There are a number of ways that economic benefits derived from 
tourism are reduced: 
i) There is often a loss of control over local resources.   
ii) There can be a substantial leakage of tourism earnings.   
iii) There can be a low multiplier and spread in effect outside of tourist enclaves which 
reinforce patterns of socioeconomic inequality.   
iv) Economic polarisation and inequitable distribution of economic benefits.  
v) There can be a lack of co-ordination with other domestic sectors.   
vi) Fluctuations in earnings due to global recession, seasonality, political disturbances, 
increasing alienation amongst local people, added to problems of increasing crime, 
pollution and overcrowding have been experienced in areas where tourism has 
become the only main means of livelihoods.   
Control can go outside of the area, not only to metropolitan centres, but to international and trans-
national companies. In Nepal, tourism is largely controlled from Kathmandu and Pokhara, where 
trekking agencies to a large extent monopolise the industry.  Whilst lodges and teashops along 
the trekking routes benefit from trekkers, most of the profits are taken by the middleman from 
outside of the area. Often guides may come from another region and even if native to the area, in 
many cases live outside.  Local tour companies and linkages to the local economy are needed to 
reduce the external control of resources. Local guides and local enterprises should provide 
tourism services in the region.  
Benefits from tourism often leak away in the form of imported goods, particularly food and 
beverages; the foreign exchange cost of imports for developing tourism facilities; the remittance 
of profits abroad; the remittance of wages to expatriates; management fees and royalties for 
franchises; payments to overseas carriers and travel companies; costs of overseas promotion; 
and the additional expenditure on imports resulting from earnings of those benefiting from tourism 
are typical ways that the income earned from tourism flows out from not only the area where the 
income is earned but also the country itself.  In Nepal, it is suggested that in the Annapurna area, 
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the local economy is too poorly developed to support most of the goods and services needed by 
tourists, so these have to be imported, often from India.  It is estimated that only 20c from every 
3$ spent daily by the average trekker contributes to the local village economy and that for Nepal 
as a whole, 60% of tourism revenue flows out as import leakages. (Boniface and Cooper 2005).   
The multiplier varies depending on the form of tourism and can be higher when benefits are 
dispersed on a small scale, through locally owned businesses that have better linkages with the 
local economy (Pradhanang 2000, Furze, de Lacy and Birkhead 1996, Sharma 2001).  However, 
leakages reduce the effect.  In developing countries that depend heavily on imports and outside 
investment, it is estimated that the multiplier effect is less than 1, and leakages will be higher than 
30% (Holloway 1998).   
Economic polarisation can occur where existing social elites get richer, able to exploit their control 
over land and other facilities. Experience in Nepal has indicated that benefits from tourism have 
been highly concentrated among a small percentage of the local people.  For example, in areas 
like Ghandruk (Annapurna), Langtang and the Sagarmatha regions, besides those owning 
lodges, the benefits of tourism has not spread into the villages (Banskota 1998).  Local tour 
companies with linkages to the local economy would reduce the external control of resources.  
Problems with lack of co-ordination with other economic sectors need to be resolved, which can 
be made possible by effective participation of all groups across the community. By distributing 
more equitably revenues gained from tourism, this can help to reduce social inequity. 
Although tourism can offer employment opportunities, in many cases, there are few jobs for local 
people (Lindberg, Enriquez and Sproule 1996). The benefits of tourism tend to go mainly to 
hoteliers, travel and trekking agencies and airlines (Pradhanang 2000).  Khumbu, an infertile and 
high area of Nepal, the Sherpa lifestyle there has changed dramatically within one generation 
from subsistence pastoralism to a cash economy.  Local people are in demand for their services 
as guides and porters for part of the year, with others working in teashops, lodges and produce 
handicrafts.  However, Tourism Concern has highlighted how porters are exploited by some tour 
operators.  Many porters are recruited from the poorer low-lying village s in the foothill areas, and 
are not acclimatised to the high altitudes (Boniface and Cooper 2005). In many areas, people 
leave agriculture to seek employment in tourism and the impact of this can be serious when it 
occurs at times when the harvest and main growing season coincide with the peak season for 
tourism. Depending on seasons, in some areas though, it can be seen that tourism forms a useful 
supplement to agriculture.  
Income from tourism fluctuates according to season, global recession, and in Nepal, especially in 
recent years, political disturbances.  In some areas, increasing alienation amongst local people, 
added to problems of increasing crime, pollution and overcrowding have been experienced where 
tourism has become the only main means of livelihoods.  Expectations need to be managed 
sensitively so that people do not see that tourism is the answer to poverty, but as a 
supplementary source of income. 
Many writers have described problems of deforestation, degradation of natural habitats, soil 
erosion, pollution, litter, water pollution, disruption to wildlife, damage to vegetation that have 
taken their toll in Nepal (Raj, McNeely 1995, MacLellan, Dieke and Thapa 2000, Chand 2000).  
There are various techniques that try to calculate the economic value of nature, but it is very 
difficult to measure, since there is a difference between the willingness to pay and willingness to 
accept.  Potential free-rider behaviour can distort calculations. Unsightly new buildings can 
adversely alter the landscape, especially when they are built in an inappropriate style and use 
unsuitable building materials. The question arises over property rights and whether an area 
belongs to local people or is part of world heritage (van der Staaten 2000). Tourism can erode the 
physical and cultural distinctiveness that made the place attractive in the first place. 
Understanding these problems can help to develop strategies that maximise the benefits that 
tourism can bring to poor regions.  It will be necessary to ensure that local people understand 
how precarious tourism is and how whilst maybe not the answer to poverty, that it can be used as 
a supplementary way to earn income. 
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Pro-poor tourism 
Pro-poor tourism is tourism that results in increased net benefits for poor people.  It is not a 
particular product, nor is it a niche sector, but an approach to tourism development and 
management so that benefits are specifically directed at the poor.  It strengthens linkages 
between tourism businesses and poor people, to increase tourism’s contribution to poverty 
alleviation.  Links to many groups of people may be developed: producers of food, fuel, and other 
supplies, operators of micro-tourism businesses, craft makers, landholders, employees and 
neighbouring communities.  Poor people also benefit from the use that they can make of 
improved tourism infrastructure such as roads and resources like water.   
Tourism can contribute to economic diversification and there are often comparative advantages in 
terms of climate, mountains, eco-tourism and cultural heritage sites that can be useful in 
developing tourism (Brohman 1996, Cater 1994).  In particular, “rural tourism” is becoming 
increasingly popular and lends itself to being developed as a vehicle of pro-poor tourism given 
that rural areas are predominantly in the poorer areas of most countries. 
As tourism is labour intensive, requiring few skills, it can help to boost local employment, incomes 
and lifestyles.  It is very labour intensive, with women forming a high percentage of those 
employed in tourism.  It can provide opportunities to local businesses supplying directly and 
indirectly tourists with goods and services.  The length of time that tourists stay and the 
opportunities that they have to spend money are important in maximising the economic benefit 
they might bring to an area.  It provides the opportunity for the formation of local cooperatives 
where economic benefits can be shared by the whole community, for example by renting 
communal land for camping, by the formation of community lodges. The distribution of benefits, 
ownership of the activity and the access to the area to tourism resources are important factors in 
determining the success of pro-poor tourism. 
Pro-poor tourism can deliver improved living standards.  Training and education is needed, which 
can lead to lessen the environmental impacts of tourism, reduce the competition for natural 
resources, improve access to services such as schooling, healthcare and community and 
infrastructure improvements. 
Pro-poor tourism can deliver benefits in participation and involvement by the local communities by 
changing the policy and planning framework to allow local people to take part in decision-making 
and developing partnerships with the private sector. The organisation of tourism development 
should come from the local communities, through organisations such as in Nepal, Tourism 
Development Village Committees.  This ensures participation of all and their right to have a say in 
decisions.  Women should particularly be motivated to participate, especially as tourism provides 
women with employment opportunities.  
The local population need to be integrated from the start, and training will be necessary to 
prepare people for the future influx of tourists.  Provided development is sustainable, tourism can 
provide long term benefits.  In remote areas, sustainability will normally imply ecotourism, which 
is generally understood to be a combination of various forms of nature tourism that minimise 
undesirable environmental impacts and socio-cultural changes. More broadly it might describe 
tourists visiting a largely untouched natural area to enjoy the scenery, flora and fauna, and to 
observe or experience the local culture.  Fundamental to sustainability however, is that the local 
people should be involved and control the benefits.   
Ecological awareness is important to minimise the negative environmental impacts of tourism to 
an area.  Tourism puts pressure on wood for fuel and other resources.  Certain measures will be 
needed to protect the environment and full understanding of these will be needed by local people.  
In Rolwaling Valley, Oeko Himal, the Society for Ecological Alps-Himalaya Cooperation 
encouraged the lodges to join together in cooperation and a logo is displayed on buildings as a 
seal of quality in recognition of their observance of ecological conditions.  The lodges display 
information on environmentally correct trekking behaviour (Inman and Luger 1998). 
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The objectives of the pro-poor tourism strategy will determine the type of strategy followed.  
Destination-based strategies work well to alleviate poverty in certain groups. It can encourage 
economic linkages between tourism businesses and local farmers for example, that reduce the 
leakages through imports, encouraging partnerships and developing local enterprises and 
communal pride. The pro-poor tourism approach is not a product or type of tourism, but defines 
tourism as providing results that increased net benefits for poor people. (Boniface and Cooper 
2005) The critical issue is how tourism can reduce poverty at a local level and what policies, 
strategies and plan can be put in place to enhance poverty alleviation.   
Barriers to pro-poor tourism development:  
i) There is often a perception by aid agencies that tourism is just for the wealthy. 
ii) Economic leakages out of local community decrease the net benefits of tourism. 
iii) Lack of education, training and understanding about pro-poor tourism. 
iv) Lack of investment and low interest loans to allow tourism enterprises to get under 
way. 
v) Lack of infrastructure and basic services in very poor areas. 
Despite these barriers, the idea of pro-poor tourism is increasing and should be central to the 
agenda of tourism development in the future. 
Tourism for Rural Poverty Alleviation Programme 
Since 2001, Nepal’s Tourism for Rural Poverty Alleviation Programme (TRPAP) has been forming 
development policies and strategies towards sustainable tourism development in several poor 
areas of the country.  Six districts including 48 VCDs and comprising of over 28,000 households 
and 160,000 beneficiaries have been targeted.  TRPAP aims to contribute to poverty alleviation 
through policy formulation and strategic planning for tourism development which are pro-poor, 
pro-environment, pro-women and pro-rural communities (Nepal Tourism Board 2004).   
The first stage of the programme is being measured in 2006 to assess the benefits.  In the first 
phase, there has been institutional development, centrally and at a local level; human resources 
development in the form of training; tourism infrastructure development, providing local 
communities with funding for construction and improvement to bridges, trails, water projects, 
community lodges, information centres etc.; a venture capital fund has been set up to give credit 
facilities to local people; new tourism products have been identified and developed; policies, 
guidelines, studies and reviews have been developed to extend the work beyond 2005; marketing 
through promotional visits, exhibitions and promotional material.  There was a mid-term 
evaluation undertaken in August 2003 to assess the effective implementation and relevance of 
the TRPAP.  The evaluation concluded that despite being a complex and ambitious programme 
and given the constraints: for example, that many of the areas are within areas largely controlled 
by Maoists, it was well-managed and that its influence was being felt to varying degrees in the 
different areas of Nepal where the Programme is being applied.  Concern is raised however, that 
in some of the areas that are under the control of Maoists, that there are not sufficient numbers of 
tourists visiting to ensure the sustainability of the tourism initiatives that have been developed 
there.  It remains to be seen whether this has negated the work done in these areas. 
 
References 
Boniface B and Cooper C Worldwide Destination Casebook 2005 Butterworth Elsevier 
Heinemann Oxford 
K. Banskota “Good, Bad And Balance: Mountain Tourism: New Products Development In 
Mountain Tourism” Community Based Mountain Tourism Conference 19 April 1998, Mountain 
Forum (www.mtnforum.org) 
Marianne Heredge 4 February 2006 
Pro-poor tourism: is it an answer to poverty alleviation? 
 
 
K Banskota and B Sharma “Tourism for Mountain Community Development” ICIMOD Discussion 
Paper Series MEI95/11 Kathmandu 1995 
John Brohman (1996 ) “New directions in tourism for third world development” Annals of Tourism 
Research Vol. 23 no. 1 pp 48–71 
Diwaker Chand (2000) Nepal’s Tourism Uncensored Facts Pilgrim’s Publisher, Kathmandu 
E. Cater (1994) “Ecotourism in the third world: problems and prospects for sustainability”, E. 
Cater and G. Lowman ed. Ecotourism: A Sustainable Option? John Wiley & Sons, Chichester pp 
69-78 
Brian Furze, Terry de Lacy and Jim Birckhead (1996) Culture, Conservation and Biodiversity 
John Wiley & Sons, Chichester  
J Christopher Holloway (1998) The Business of Tourism Longman, Harlow 
Karin Inman and Kurt Luger (1998) “Ecotourism and Village Development: Oeko Himal Strategy 
for Sustainable Tourism”, Patricia East, Kurt Luger and Karin Inmann ed. Sustainability in 
Mountain Tourism  Book Faith, Delhi 
Kreg Lindberg, Jeremy Enriquez and Keith Sproule (1996) “Ecotourism questioned: case study 
from Belize” Annals of Tourism Research Vol. 23 no. 3 pp 543–562 
LRory MacLellan, Peter U. C. Dieke and Bhin Kumari Thapa (2000) “Mountain Tourism and 
Public Policy in Nepal”, Tourism and Development in Mountain Regions CABI, Oxon/New York 
Jeffrey A. McNeely (1995) Conserving Diversity Mountain Environments: Biological and Cultural 
Approaches, International NGO Consultation on Mountain Agenda February, Lima 
(www.mtnforum.org)  
Nepal Tourism Board (2004) National Ecotourism Strategy and Marketing Programme of Nepal 
NTB Kathmandu 
Kamal Maiya Pradhan (1997) Planning Tourism in Nepal Vikas, New Delhi  
Surenddra Bhakta Pradhanang (2000) Tourists’ Consumption Patterns and its Economic Impact 
in Nepal Adroit Publishing, Delhi  
Prakash Raj "Criteria for Strategy for Sustainable Development in the Tourism Sector" National 
Strategies for Sustainable Development www.nssd.net/country/nepal/nep07/htm 
Pitamber Sharma (2001) “Upper Mustang: Linking High Value Tourism with Local Development”, 
Pitamber Sharma ed. Tourism as Development: Case Studies from the Himalaya 
Himal/STUDIENVerlag  Kathmandu/Vienna pp 81-120 
Jan van der Straaten (2000) “The economic value of nature”, Helen Briassoulis and Jan ver der 
Straaten ed.  Tourism and the Environment: Regional, Economic, Cultural and Political Issues 
Kluwer Academic Publications, Dortrect/Boston/London pp 123–132 
Jan der van Straaten (2000) “Sustainable tourism in mountain areas”, Helen Briassoulis and Jan 
ver der Straaten ed. Tourism and the Environment: Regional, Economic, Cultural and Political 
Issues Kluwer Academic Publications, Dortrect/Boston/London  pp 133-135 
 
Marianne Heredge 5 February 2006 
